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Document 26.2 “The Sabbath in War” (1861) 
 
Laws governing the observance of Sunday were instituted within the United States almost as soon as the country 
began. These laws limited what was legally permissible activity on Sundays. But the limitations of these laws were 
tested during the Civil War, and in May 1861 the New York Times published this appeal by a Sabbath Committee to 
retain Sunday as a holy day of rest. The appeal also pointed to public reaction against any the loss of Sunday as a 
sacred day. But as even the Sabbath Committee had recognized, different standards must apply to the armed 
forces. Although there should be public outcry against working on Sunday, the appeal explained, most people 
recognized that troops were exempt. 
 
The recent document of the Sabbath Committee was entitled “The Civil Sabbath Restored.” The unanimity and 
strength of public sentiment evinced in popular demonstrations of different nationalities, by the Press, by 
Legislative votes, by the decisions of Courts and Juries, and by the action of Police authorities, and the consequent 
suppression of the most offensive forms of Sabbath desecration, seemed to justify the claim that this great bulwark 
of morals and self-government had been reestablished. But civil war, in its wide sweep of evils, so involves this 
important interest as to constrain some precaution, lost, in the patriotic struggle for the security and perpetuity of 
our free institutions, there should be a fatal weakening of their permanent moral foundations. If we would save our 
country we must hold fast to our Sabbath. 
 
No just interpretation of the law of the Sabbath would apply its provisions to the emergencies in individual or 
national life which involve vital interests and necessitate a resort to “the first law of nature.” “The Lord of the 
Sabbath” has placed this question beyond a doubt, by miracle and by express instruction. All that is necessary to 
the public safety in the gathering of troops and the movement of armies, is innocent because of the necessity. And 
among a Sabbath-loving and Sabbath-keeping people, there may well be a charitable judgment of any seeming 
latitude in the use of sacred time for warlike preparations in a season of unparalleled patriotic enthusiasm, aroused 
by the sudden apprehension of overwhelming national dangers. 
 
But war does not repeal the law of the Sabbath. It remains written on the muscles and nerves that wield the 
weapons of the battle-field. It is inscribed on the moral nature of every competent volunteer. It names from every 
soldier’s knapsack which contains — as every knapsack should — the Book of books. It influences the plans and the 
orders of every wise General in the army of a Christian Republic. Beyond the line of necessity, mercy and self-
defence, the blessings and restraints of the Sabbath should visit and control the camp, as they comfort and 
overshadow the peaceful abodes of unarmed citizens. Thus may a citizen soldiery escape the peculiar temptations 
of the tented-field; be nerved for heroic deeds; and return to their homes with such after record of their history as is 
given of CROMWELL’s army of Christian veterans: “Fifty thousand men, accustomed to the profession of arms, were 
at once thrown on the world. In a few months there remained not a trace indicating that the most formidable army 
in the world had been absorbed into the mass of community. The Royalists themselves confessed that, in every 
department of honest industry, the discarded warrior prospered beyond other men, that none was charged with 
any theft or robbery, that none was heard to ask an alms, and that, if a baker, a mason, or a wagoner, attracted 
notice by his diligence and sobriety, he was, in all probability, one of OLIVER’s old soldiers.” 
 
But, whatever may be the rule for the camp, duty and safety alike require increased guards against Sabbath 
profanations among civilians in the time of war. Never more than when extraordinary cares and excitements 
almost madden the brain, and the deepest passions of the soul surge like the ocean, are the still Sabbath hours 
needed to restore exhausted natures, calm the fevered pulse, and compose the perturbed spirit. That patriotism will 
burn brightest and last longest which kindles its fires and renews while it chastens its inspirations at the altars of 
God. 
 
And Society preeminently needs the protection of the civil Sabbath during the struggle which is to decide our 
national destiny. The tendencies of war are in the direction of demoralization and lawlessness. Intemperance, 
Sabbath-breaking and kindred vices follow in its train. Plots against the public peace and safety multiply. The day of 
popular leisure becomes the day of popular danger, unless the laws guarding it from temptation and folly are 
discreetly but firmly enforced, with the approbation and support of all law-abiding citizens. 
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It is to bespeak this support for authorities charged with the execution of our laws, and disposed to maintain their 
vigorous enforcement, that this appeal is respectfully addressed to the public. We have gained too much in the 
improved quiet, order and morals of the City, by the recent operation of the Sunday laws, to relax effort at a time of 
all others when lawlessness needs to be checked, and vice and crime should be restrained. Among other obvious 
evils to be abated, there will be few dissenting voices to the reasonable demand that the Sunday news-crying 
nuisance, now effectually checked for two years, shall be utterly suppressed; that the Sunday dram-shops shall be 
closed and kept closed; that Sunday theatres and kindred places of public amusement shall be restrained; and that 
all palpable violations of our statutes for the protection of the public peace and order on Sunday shall be faithfully 
enforced. To this end, the example of all good citizens, and their active cooperation with our public authorities 
should contribute. Christian citizens, especially, thus stand pledges. The Pulpit and the Press will echo and sustain 
this appeal. Thus, whether the war shall be brief or protracted, the “Sign” of God’s favor and of our fidelity will 
abide, and the blessings associated with it in promise, prophecy and Providence shall be perpetuated, through 
coming generations of prosperity and peace. 
SABBATH COMMITTEE. 
 
Source: The New York Times, May 13, 1861. 
 


